Parshat Behar- Bechukotai 
May 12 

Written by: Nathan Aaron Rosen 

Curse - What is the real curse? 



In today's Parsha, GB6 promises that if we keep His commandments we will enjoy material prosperity and dwell securely in the land of Israel. But 
He also warns us of the dire consequences if we abandon our covenant with Him. 


It is only natural to fear hunger during the Sabbatical seventh year when we are commanded to refrain from sowing, pruning, reaping, or gathering 
the harvest: G-d reassures us, however, that the abundance of the previous six years will carry us through for the next three years. G-d promises, 
as well, that if we follow His commandments, we will have security, peace, military success, timely rain and plentiful food. Unfortunately, the in¬ 
verse is also true; if we do not obey G-d and do not observe His commandments, the People of Israel will pay a steep price. In Leviticus 26:26, we 
are warned that the penalties of non-observance are wide-ranging and terrible: "I will break for you the staff of bread, ten women will bake your 
bread in a single oven, and they will dole out your bread by weight, and though you will eat, you shall not be satisfied." 
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Although there are many puzzling pieces to this Pasuk, the phrase "You will eat, you shall not be satisfied," is of particular interest to me. One way 
to understand this verse is to look at other examples in the Tanakh where people eat but are not satisfied: Haggai 1:6: "eat without being satis¬ 
fied"; Micah 6:14: "eat but not be satisfied"; Isaiah 9:19: "eat on the left hand and is not satisfied"; and Hoshea 4:10: "they shall eat, but not be 
sated." 

Another way to comprehend the meaning is to look for examples where the Torah mentions the opposite: "Eat and be satisfied." Deuteronomy 
8:10, requires a person to thank G-d (Birkot hoMozon) after they have eaten and are satisfied. 

But commentators on Leviticus 26:26 recognize that given the context of a famine, the simple p'shot would be that nobody has sufficient food to 
eat. Rashbam articulates this and says it is "because the rations are so inadequate as it is weighted out and in rationed portions." But not all the 
commentators are content with that answer. Rashi identified seven punishments from this verse as the curse; including the destruction of the food 
supply and crumbly bread. But he goes on to add "a curse in the intestines" following the Sifro for Bechukotai, Chapter 6:2 who defines this as a 
famine of intestinal commotion. 

Other commentators go even further and express that it is more than just the lack of quantity of food. Rashbam provides an alternative meaning - 
that even when eaten in large quantities, the food will not satisfy or satiate the one who eats it, because there will be a curse on it. Ibn Ezra sharp¬ 
ens the point by observing that hunger normally abates after one has eaten a little, but in this case, even great amounts of food will not satisfy. 
Sforno learns from that the person without bread in their basket will feel psychological hunger more deeply than the person with bread in their 
basket (Yoma 74B). The fear and concern for a future lack of food may keep a person from feeling satisfied even from food that they are now 
eating. 

In fact, consuming less than the usual amount of food might actually be somewhat beneficial. Recently, there have been scientific studies about 
the health benefits of a very low-calorie diet (VLCD). So, it might turn out that not having all the food one wants might actually be somewhat of a 
blessing. Another way to look at the situation would be that even though it is a punishment, G-d is using the punishment to set people on the right 
track and help them become healthier and better. 

G-d wants us to be His people, follow His commandments, and in effect be His servant, rather than a slave to others or to our desires. In a way, 
addiction is being a slave to the drive for temporary or unachievable satisfaction, whether the drive is for alcohol, drugs, pleasure or food. G-d 
does not want us to be a slave to those desires, but rather find satisfaction in what we already have. He is trying to tell us to be satisfied and feel 
grateful when we eat even a small amount (Deut 8:10) by requiring us to recite the Birkot hoMozon. 

The real curse might be in "not being satisfied" — that no matter how much one consumes, a person is unable to reach emotional and psychologi¬ 
cal satisfaction. Pirkei Avot 4:1 tries to teach us a similar lesson about who is wise, mighty or rich: If we do not follow G-d's commandments, we 
will be cursed, and part of that curse will include famine and lack of food. 

In some ways, learning to do mitzvot may teach us a way to become satisfied. There is, however, a more profound lesson to be learned — that the 
deepest curse might be our inability to be satisfied. 

Hopefully, we will all have sufficient food to eat, and most importantly, learn to be satisfied with what we have. 


Shabbat Shalom 


Dedicated on the 23rd yahrzeit on lyar 24 of Rebecca Rosen, bat Aaron Haim & Golda Kotzin who passed away at age 95 in 1995. 
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